Influence of menopause on blood cholesterol levels in women: the role of body composition, fat distribution and hormonal milieu. Virgilio Menopause Health Group.
In this study we investigated the relationships between blood lipids and menopausal status. All data were obtained from the first cross-sectional examination of the Virgilio Menopause Health Project in a large cohort of middle-aged women in pre, peri-, and postmenopausal age. The data refer to 426 women without metabolic or endocrine diseases, relevant hepatic, renal and cardiovascular abnormalities, none were dieting or taking medications. A precoded questionnaire including full clinical history, socio-economic and personal information, habitual diet, physical activity, drug use and smoking habits, careful recording of gynaecological events and family history for disease was completed. Several anthropometric parameters and the bioelectrical impedance analysis was used to measure free fatty mass. Blood samples for hormones and biochemistry were also obtained. There were no significant differences on body mass index, fatty mass, free fatty mass and parameters of body fat distribution between the three groups. Again, there were no differences in smoking habits, dietary intake or indices of physical activity amongst the groups. There was a significant increase from pre to postmenopause of LH and FSH and a decrease of oestradiol and testosterone, whereas no difference was found in sex hormone-binding globulin. Age-adjusted values of glucose, triglycerides and high density lipoprotein (HDL-) cholesterol were similar in all groups, whereas postmenopausal women had significantly higher values of total and low density lipoprotein (LDL-) cholesterol. On the contrary, there was a significant fall in insulin levels passing from pre to postmenopause. In multiple regression models, total and LDL-cholesterol correlated positively with body mass index, waist-to-hip ratio and age, and negatively with free fatty mass and oestradiol blood levels. These results are consistent with the hypothesis that menopausal status may have a significant and independent effect in determining increased total and LDL-cholesterol concentrations in postmenopausal women.